I enjoy reading horror books, the grosser and scarier the better (blood and guts). Mostly I enjoy reading short stories. A while ago I read a book called Short and Shivery. It was OK. My favorite book was called the Nightmare People, with people made out of clay like substance, and the way to kill them was eat their heart. It was pretty weird, but it was exciting. I hate reading stupid books like I have to read in english class. Last year my teacher would give a choice of several books (I'd pick the horror one.) This year we read the same things, we read Tom Sawyer (wow!!) it was boring, I didn't even read half of it and when the test came I faked it. I still did OK though. I like writing horror story's also. I hate when they give us a dumb topic. Tom These letters were the first received by University of Michigan pre-student teachers who were about to embark on a collaborative reading and writing project with eighth graders from the Valley School, a K-12 alternative school in Flint, about an hour away from the Ann Arbor campus. The English-education students had first written to their middle-school counterparts. Those introductory letters had invited the students to describe their own interests and to make suggestions for a new book they'd like to read with their mentor.
Throughout
the semester-long project, the students in the university methods course would correspond with a pair of secondary-school students, inviting them to respond to informal writing prompts based on the shared readings selected together.
A major goal of this pilot project was to let precertification students begin to experience the "teacher" role with students from the "real world" so that conversations in the methods course, about planning and implementing instruction, would have immediate application. At the same time, we hoped the middle schoolers would benefit from having a new audience to write for, and a different kind of companion to read with, other than their regular classroom teacher. All in all, we imagined this shared learning opportunity would be exciting for the collaborators from both sites, partly because we thought it would be free from some constraints typically associated with more hierarchical teacher/student relationships. Along those lines, we thought the project's somewhat unusual teach-variety of ways to assess reading and writing. In addition, by emphasizing to middle-school students that their university reading/writing mentors were learning to be educators, we encouraged the eighth graders to make suggestions about how their collaborators could become better teachers. The younger students enthusiastically embraced this chance to help "teach teachers."
As the letters above suggest, K-12 students who participated in our project during its pilot year were initially enthusiastic about choosing their own books to read with their college mentors. By quickly acceptingJulie as teacher, and asking again and again for school-like writing tasks, these students shaped their shared writing experience into an opportunity for expanding their learning.
Among the methods students, meanwhile, the question of how they could meet the special needs of a course's eagerest learner once they had a whole classroom of students to serve became another regular topic of discussion.
Other choices were not negotiated as smoothly and productively. One university student, for instance, selected Edith Nesbit's Enchanted Castle (1964) for the two boys she was mentoring, and they found the romance focus of the book unappealing. Though discouraged at first, Susan shared her frustrations with her university class members, vowing to "read the whole book" before making a text selection for K-12 students in the future. In the meantime, she tried to turn her misstep into a learning opportunity, explaining in one computer message to us that she did not want "to change the book choice, but learn how to make it more accessible" for her students. The writing tasks she assigned, then, emphasized the journey theme in the novel, as when she asked them to narrate their own imaginary journey with a group of friends. 
Through this new focus
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When all the eighth-grade readers were asked, as a final assignment for this part of the project, to design a book jacket effectively "advertising" their texts for future potential readers, Karla recognized in David's careful preparation of his cover another sign of his enthusiasm for Voigt's novel. After an opening miscalculation, she had responded positively to her students' attempts to negotiate a change in plans. Having begun the semester seeking ways to enact teacher authority decisively, she ended it moving toward a more student-centered pedagogy.
Sometimes, unfortunately, even the best efforts of the university mentors met continued resistance. Bill, who chose Holly Hunter's Running Man Nonetheless, despite signs of Tom's increasing engagement, Bill described his experience in a term-end evaluation as having met with only limited success: Some may say I took tremendous steps with him, but I need to be realistic and can only say I think we got somewhere, but it wasn't miles. Every teacher wants to change lives of students for the best; I feel I changed a life only for the slightly better. I hope Tom will continue to walk in that direction.
Bill's efforts to reach Tom on an affective as well as an academic level, as well as their mutual frustration that they had no face-to-face contact, helped us realize that the next collaboration should include personal visits. Accordingly, face-to-face visits were among the changes we implemented during the second year of the project. Another change we made was to begin with some common readings, then move to choices after the students at both sites knew each other better.
We agreed to begin with a novel that new teachers would likely find in a middle school classroom, The Outsiders, by S. E. Hinton. After this we decided to try poetry because this genre can often be challenging for students and teachers. And finally we agreed to pilot a new novel together, Dragonsong by Anne McCaffrey (1977). The language-arts department of the Ann Arbor School District had been asked to consider the novel for adoption, and we agreed to help with the decision by trying it out in both eighth-grade and university classes.
As had been true in the spring, we faced technological challenges when the long-distance converMarch 1994 71 sations began. At first, eighth graders went down the hall to use the computer, but when they had questions or difficulty there was no one nearby to help. A weekend of rerouting telephone wires enabled us to move the computer to the classroom so students could sign on with their teacher close at hand. While this arrangement eliminated some problems, university students experienced technology-induced frustration. Because the fall university class was much larger than the spring one, we paired students one to one, but the number of eighth graders overwhelmed the equipment. Since there was only one computer for twenty-seven students, eighth graders often had to wait nearly a week between turns at the keyboard. University students grew impatient waiting for answers to their questions. In addition to competing for computer time, many of the eighth graders lacked keyboarding skills, and their messages reflected this. Jason's "I have never read the book that you mentioned on the last message. Got to go. Bye," typified many of the eighth graders' early messages. University students, whose September assignments included writing a literacy profile of their computer buddy, felt anxious about the sparse information on which they had to base their descriptions of an eighth grader's reading and writing practices. Yet, as Leslie noted, When I am teaching one hundred twenty-five or more students, I probably won't know even this much about some of them. Even though it's difficult, writing this literacy profile reminds me of how important it is to see my students as individuals, to learn about their lives.
And eighth graders recognized the need to improve their skills. As Dan admitted, I signed up for keyboarding as soon as we started this project because I realized I was only writing a sentence or two in the time I had at the computer. I had a lot more than that to say and I wanted to go faster. Now at least I know where my fingers are supposed to go.
In spite of these problems, both sides immediately expressed pleasure with the experience. Frank, a university student said, "I had forgotten what it's like to be thirteen years old; Sam helps me remember, and remembering will make me a better teacher." Matt, an eighth grader, described his early experience this way:
I wasn't sure what a university student would want to talk to me about, but he asked me so many questions about me that before I thought about it we were talking about my friends by name and other stuff too. He was really cool and I always had something to tell him after that.
Almost immediately, eighth graders and university students began talking about The Outsiders. University students embedded questions about the book in their get-acquainted messages. Annie, for example, began by describing trips to Cedar Point, an amusement park, and continued, "I always liked to go to the movies or mall or to a friend's house Determined to improve on the spring experience by bringing the two groups of students together, we planned three meetings. The first was in the middle-school auditorium where we gathered to see a film version of The Outsiders. When the movie was over, partners had a chance to talk, and the University students gave their buddies a novel they had selected just for them. Writing literacy profiles helped university students make more appropriate choices than had Students began writing thoughtfully about what they were reading in class without being given an assignment. They had a clear audience for whom to write, not just the teacher.
their counterparts in the spring term. The middleschool students gave their buddies poetry packets-decorated folders containing the poems we were planning to read-in exchange. This initial visit strengthened ties between the two groups of students. "When we were first waiting to meet our partners, I was kind of nervous," eighth-grader Donta said.
It was like having this pen pal who seemed real far away suddenly come to visit you. I wasn't sure she would like me when we met-like we might be totally different people. But when we watched the movie and talked it was pretty good, and the next day I really wanted to use the computer to tell her some more things.
University students expressed similar enthusiasm about the meeting. "It's much easier to send messages now that I can visualize the person receiving them," said Hal.
Between our first and second meetings, both university and eighth-grade students read and discussed poems from the folder. Our second meeting was at the university. Many of the eighth graders had not been on campus before, so we gave everyone an hour to explore before we gathered in the classroom. Pairs of buddies went to some of the student haunts. Erin said, I loved going on that trip to see them in their class, it was a lot like being at our school only bigger and more people. But, everyone said 'Hi' and was really friendly. I wanted to stay the rest of the day.
Eighth graders left campus feeling very positive about university life. This introduction to the university was an important side benefit of our project. Since many of the eighth graders could be described as "at risk," we felt this good experience on campus might help motivate them toward school success. The final visit together was a reception held in our middle-school library. This was a particularly festive gathering with students by now anxious to see one another and with much to share. Chiu-fu stated, That last time when we saw them I didn't know whether we would ever talk again, but then she asked me for my address so that even in the summer or something like that we could still write to each other. We were reading the rest of the novels and we could find out about the Dragons and I wanted to tell her about some other books I wanted to read, things she kind of liked too.
This meeting gave us an opportunity to talk about
Dragonsong--we all agreed that the school district should not adopt it-and to admire book covers eighth graders had made for the books they had received earlier in the term. Both university and eighth-grade students benefited enormously from this collaboration. Students began writing thoughtfully about what they were reading in class without being given an assignment. Students had a clear audience for whom to write, not 'just the teacher" or some other nebulous audience. One of the surprise benefits was the access to university life and its expectations through the experiences of a friend, not a paid representative or designated "role model." The technology of electronic mail offered another benefit because the program would not allow students to do extensive editing. Therefore, they were able to write conversationally and in a relaxed, natural voice. Additionally, the university students encouraged the eighth graders to evaluate their learning by helping them to critique class assignments and to propose alternatives, helping them become more reflective. Surprisingly, as well, many students began to incorporate word-processing skills into their other writing assignments and to rely on the process of writing more fully.
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The university students also learned a great deal. As Mike put it, My experience in the School of Education has taught me all about methods and lesson plans and the history of educational philosophy. But very little about the young people who inhabit our classrooms. The gap between the teacher's and the students' perceptions is often wide. This project has helped me to, momentarily, close the gap.
Another thing university students learned was not to underestimate their students. Jack put it this way:
I 
